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THOUGH Homer composed his poems nearly 3,000 years before the present day, yet he shows a wonderful knowledge of anatomy and is not only exact, but-as might be expected-very felicitous in the descriptions of the wounds which he supplies.
Homer describes enough wounds for statistics to be made from them, but it is sufficient to say here that of the various wounds, about 150 in number, the perforating wounds are five times as common as the incised which, in turn, are twice as common as the contused. There is only one wound noted as having been made by an axe.
In only one case, noted by Homer in the Iliad, is blindness recorded, and I cannot find a single case mentioned in the Odyssey-very few indeed compared with what is found in Milton's poems.
It is curious that although Homer knows about the manufacture and use of steel, he does not mention it in connexion with war-weapons. He does not mention a single case of left-handedness. Mutilation of people is noted as being done after death. Poisoning either of weapons or of food was known to Homer. He dislikes a bent weapon and will not describe any wound made by such: in fact, Homer likes levels and describes them very accurately. But before these levels are briefly dealt with, two excellent pieces of anatomy may be mentioned. The first case is that of the fatal wound which was inflicted upon Hector by Achilles: "There was an opening where the collar bones coming from the shoulders clasp the neck even at the gullet, and there Achilles drave at Hector with his spear, and right through the tender neck went the point, yet the bronze-weighted ashen spear clave not the wind pipe so that he could still speak, and fell in the dust." We may note that the indefinite word "throat" is not mentioned. The description of the clavicle is very good and the accuracy with which Homer notes that the larynx escaped being wounded is admirable. The next case is even better in its anatomy and whilst it is absolutely correct it is entirely unexpected. I am not sure that a candidate at one of the higher examinations would like a man to be set before him with his back turned to him and be asked to mark out the urinary bladder in relation to the buttock, but Homer certainly knew of the relationship of the two structures. Meriones shoots an arrow through Harpalion's right buttock, and the arrow is said to have gone right through the bladder and to have emerged under the bone, i.e. the pubic bone. The weapon would enter about the middle of the right buttock and pass through the great sacro-sciatic notch, enter the pelvis, pass through the base of the bladder and come out under the pubic arch. It may be wondered if Homer knew that an arrow entering the right buttock would not wound the lower end of the colon and the sigmoid.
Another of his descriptions shows that Homer knew that it would be necessary to divide the clavicle before a forequarter amputation: Diomed slays Hyperion "by smiting with his great sword upon the collar bone. Beside the shoulder he smote, and severed the shoulder from neck and back". In other words, Diomed performed a clean forequarter amputation. He must have gone internal to the shoulder or deltoid region "beside the shoulder", for to have gone external to the shoulder would have been simply to have cleft the air. Very different from this account is one where we are told that the point of the spear rent the root of the arm from the muscles and tore it to the bone; here Homer's account is not so anatomically exact as is usual with him.
Nov.-HIST. OF MED. I That Homer recognized the various parts, central and peripheral, of the nervous system is indicated by his mention of the brain on frequent occasions, sometimes as not being damaged though the wound might be immediately adjacent to the brain. He also mentions the spinal cord and when Achilles decapitates an opponent it is said that the marrow rose out of the back bone. The peripheral nervous system is implied in the following passage: "Teucer drew back his bow to shoot at Hector, who picked up a jagged stone, and hurled it at Teucer, and hit him beside his shoulder, where the collar bone fenceth off neck and breast, and where is the most deadly spot. The bow-string was broken and his hand from the wrist grew numb." Clearly the brachial plexus or part of it was damaged.
Two cases of good anatomical description have now been considered, and also one case where the anatomy was suggested. We now come to consider two cases of what I may call speculative anatomynot that Homer does not describe the topography of the wound, but he does not give names to all the structures which were damaged. Diomedes cast a stone at Aineias. The stone was a heavy one and struck Aineias on the hip "where the thigh turneth in the hip-joint, and this men call the cupbone, so he crushed the cupbone, and brake both sinews withal, and the jagged storne tore apart the skin. The hero stayed fallen upon his knees, and with stout hand leant upon the earth, and the darkness of night veiled his eyes". Here, the kneeling position implies that the hip-joint was not dislocated although the acetabulum was broken. We are left to speculate as to the actual damage done, especially to the "two sinews" and what these were. Suspicion may be directed to the ligamentum teres, but if the joint were not dislocated this ligament was probably not ruptured. Let us therefore invoke the iliofemoral ligament which, in its lower three-fifths, is distinctly double, and both parts would be damaged by such a blow as Homer here describes.
The second instance of speculative anatomy is as follows: A jagged stone was hurled at a warrior and is said to have hit him on the right leg "hard by the ankle, and it crushed utterly the two sinews and the bones". The identity of the bones is obvious, but which are the "two sinews"? Not, probably, interosseous ligaments, for these could hardly be described as sinews, and one may suspect that the two sinews in question were the tendo Achillis and the thick tendon of the tibialis anticus which forms almost as distinct a prominence as the tendo Achillis itself. Whilst in the ankle region, we may refer to the post-mortem wound inflicted by Achilles on Hector, whose tendo Achillis on each side was pierced or slit "from heel to ankle joint"; here Homer has not indicated that the ankle-joint is a mortice, and therefore cannot have only a single level in its upper part. "The tendons of both feet behind he slit from heel to ankle joint, and thrust therethrough thongs." Homer takes the trouble to mention, in his descriptions of wounds, whether the bone was broken or whether the injury was adjatent to bone; we have already considered examples of compound fracture or dislocation. But Homer also pays some attention to wounds that merely grazed or scratched the bone. Some examples of all three types are as follows: One warrior "drave the bronze clean through the thigh, and the spear brake the bone". A Grecian "smote Sarpedon with his long spear, and the point sped through furiously, grazing the bone". Another warrior's shoulder was hit "and the spear point scratched the bone". Finally there is the case of Odysseus, who, as a boy, was wounded by a boar, but according to Homer the boar's tusk did not reach the bone. Thus a classification might be made of wounds which broke, grazed, or missed the bone completely.
As far as wounds of the abdomen go, Homer has upper, middle, and lower levels exactly comparable to those of Cunningham. He draws attention to the special danger of wounds inflicted below the navel. Homer shows that he knew that the liver lies below the diaphragm and that the lungs and heart lie above it. There are four cases of wounding of the liver through the abdominal wall, and in one of these cases it is stated that the liver dropped out of the body on to the ground. The liver must have rolled right out of its usual position, it was not merely the apparent moving downwards of the liver which is really its rotation on a transverse axis. The description of this wound shows that Homer knew of the possibility of hxmatoma of the chest following an abdominal wound, for wlen the liver -dropped to the ground "black blood filled the bosom". Only one wound of the liver is mentioned in the Odyssey, where the weapon, an arrow, pierced the chest above the diaphragm. In two cases Homer states that the lungs were wounded, and in one of these the point of entry of the weapon is said to lie above the pap. Two wounds of the heart are described and both are interesting. One of them describes what must be the first recorded instrumental examination of the heart: "Idomeneus smote his opponent in the breast with a spear and rent the coat of arms about him, and he fell with a crash, and the lance fixed in his heart, that still beating, shook the butt end of the spear." The second wound of the heart is described when Patroclus struck Sarpedon with a sword "where the midriff clasps the beating heart ... and Patroclus drew the sword out of Sarpedon's flesh and the midriff followed with the sword". Here the midriff includes the pericardium.
Homer's transverse levels of the abdomen-upper, middle, and lower-have been referred to, but there are also vertical levels through the navel and along the flank. Homer also realized the relationship of the back to the abdomen. He knew, too, of the importance of the peritoneum, because he notes particularly when the bowels escape from a wound. In one case, Homer tells how a wounded man ran about the battlefield, holding up his bowels; and that such a wound need not be immediately fatal is shown by the fact that the wounded man's brother, Hector, led him away. That the prognosis in *such a case may be actually good is shown by Xenophon who records how a leader amongst the 10,000 came into camp, after receiving an abdominal wound, holding up his bowels. This man survived to play the traitor on the Greeks and to sail off two days after his appearance in camp. There are two wounds of the flank, in one of which the wound is said to have let out the entrails, but in the second case "the spear thrust through the corselet, and though it tore clean off the flesh of the flank, it did not mingle with the bowels of the hero".
Another wound described by Homer is well worth notice: Antilochos leaped on his opponent and wounded him "and severed all the vein that runs up the back till it reaches the neck". This is the only time that a vein is mentioned by Homer, and he could, of course, be referring to the aorta, although he has already defined the clavicle as separating the neck from the breast, and the aorta does not reach into the neck. But there is a continuous venous structure running along the back, namely the right innominate vein, the superior vena cava, the right auricle, and the inferior vena cava. These together may have been the structure referred to, the vein which was severed.
In conclusion, it may be appropriate to ask the following question: Did Homer know of the frontal sinus? To answer this question in the affirmative one case may be considered: Antilochos slew a Trojan warrior, driving a spear through the helmet ridge into the warrior's brow, "and the point of the bronze passed within the bone". Here we must note first that the force of the spear blow would have been reduced by the strongly resistant helmet ridge, and that the point of the spear passed within the bone, i.e. into a cavity of the bone which in this region would be the frontal sinus. Secondly, we note that the brain is not mentioned, which, judging from other exact descriptions, it certainly would have been had it been wounded. I suggest, therefore, that the spear did not pass beyond the frontal sinus and that Homer realized this.
Perhaps enough has now been said to indicate that Homer knew a great deal of anatomy; I hope the subject may receive further attention in a more extended paper. (A.D.130-201) , Peri osteon tois eisagomenois, usually known by the Latin translation of its title, De ossibus ad tirones "On bones for beginners", is of some interest both for itself and for its history. It was composed about A.D. 180. It is the only anatomical work surviving from antiquity that is based primarily on human material, and is the only one meant for young students. It is of the nature of a series of introductory lectures, or rather demonstrations, and gives some idea of elementary anatomical teaching in the second century of the Christian era. It survives in a single early MS., namely that of the ninth century at the Laurentian library at Florence. This is probably the only important MS. of the text in existence. There is no doubt that the work is genuine. Galen included it in his list of his own books. This by no means excludes the possibility of later changes. and the text has, in fact, been subject to considerable corruption, to some omissions and, I think, has some insertions. Nevertheless the existing state of the text gives a very fair idea of an ancient first course for beginners and is a fair example of Galen's style or want of style. Some time before 1535 the Florence MS. was examined by the eminent Greek scholar, Janus Lascaris (1448?-1535). He was himself a Greek speaker and so saturated with the ancient form of the language that it was almost native to him. He prepared a transcription of the De ossibus, improving and "purifying" it linguistically. This version came into the hands of the humanist Ferdinando Balamio, the "Sicilian". He made a translation of it into Latin which he published at Rome in 1535 Balamio withheld the Greek version of Lascaris from Vesalius. The Greek text remained unknown until published in Paris in 1543 by Martin Gregoire and Jacques Dubois, the teacher of Vesalius. I have not seen this edition but it corresponds to the text printed by Rene Chartier in his great edition at Paris in 1679 and reprinted by C. G. Kuhn at Leipzig in 1821. Since this goes back to Lascaris who, in his turn, depended on the Florentine MS., it is not likely that it will be much improved.
The following translation is from the reprint in Kuhn's text. There is no later or more critical edition. Lascaris was not a medical man and some of his reconstructions of the Greek text might have been better done by one with more technical knowledge. Bilamio, though a medical man, was no anatomist. My translation must be taken as a first attempt to render a corrupt text. Galen, it must be remembered, normally worked on apes and in some passages here, notably in the account of the sacrum, he is evidently still describing simian rather than human forms. Nevertheless there is no doubt, from many references in hisother works, that he had access to human bones.
The text is of interest also as an early attempt to construct an anatomical nomenclature. This is a
